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W. V. HOGUE

First Prize, Short Story

BERT 
I drink a lot. Mostly, I drink wine. I drink it 

from the bottle, still in the sack, not chilled, at 

whatever temperature the room is. I sit on my 

front porch and drink wine and get drunk because 
when I'm drunk I forget things. I forget that I was 

in 'Nam and got too close to a Gook mine: you 

know, the kind that blows out instead of up. 

They discharged me on seventy-five percent 
disability. I had to take a part-time job in a quarry 

to help out with the V.A. money. There was a 
fellow there named Bert who didn't say much. He 
could work all day and not say a word. 

He had been at the quarry since May, and if he 

had a friend, I guess it was me. I came to work 
one day in an old fatigue shirt, and when Bert saw 
me he came over. 

"Third Marines?" he asked. 
"Yeah," I said. "Second Division, Echo Three, 

Mike Company." 
Bert didn't say anything. I invited him to my 

house that night for some wine, and after that he 

would come over unannounced and sit on my 
front porch and we would drink. I would curse my 

fate and bemoan my scars and Bert would drink, 
not saying nothing, and go to sleep in my 

hammock. The next morning he would be gone, 

leaving the wine bottles for me to clean up. 
It was in October, a Friday. The weather was 

warm and it was payday, so after supper I went 
out to the front porch and sat down on the steps, 

halfway looking for Bert. Shortly, I saw a blot in 

the distance. It was Bert, and I noticed that he 

was carrying a large bagful of wine bottles. 

Looking more tormented than usual, Bert asked 

me as he walked up, "Will you drink with me 

tonight, Billy?" 

"Well, sure, Bert. What's going on, anyway?" 

Opening a bottle, I said, "Bert, I got these scars." 

As we drank, Bert pulled out a forty-five caliber 

pistol and aiming it at the sky, he began to talk. 

"I was a hero, a U.S. Marine, Billy. I won a 

Navy Cross .... " 
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over and over to himself, "Oh, God. Oh, God. 

Oh, God." 

He pulled out his pistol and cocked it and put 

the barrel into his mouth. I tried to move but the 

wine wouldn't let me. All I could do was watch. I 

tried to yell, but nothing would come out. 

With his thumbs, Bert pulled the trigger. The 

pistol clicked. He pulled the trigger again and the 

pistol clicked again. He kept pulling the trigger 

and the pistol kept clicking and I passed out 

listening to the clicks. 

Sometime during the morning, a soft drizzle in 

my face woke me. Bert was gone, leaving the 

yard cluttered with wine bottles, casualties from 

the night before. I went into the house to clean 

up. I looked at my scars in the mirror and they 

didn't seem so bad. 

I searched for Bert every place. He hadn't 

shown up at the quarry, and his apartment was 

empty. I tried everywhere, but he seemed to have 

vanished. 

After a few days, I started drinking by myself on 

the porch. When it got too cold, I moved inside, 

keeping the front light on. 

One evening in February, I found a small 

package in my mail box. The only thing on it was 

a postmark from North Dakota. Inside the box 

was a single item, a Navy Cross. • 
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